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The speaker^ Executive Director of 'the National 
School Public Relations Associaiiion^ points out the n^ed fcfr school 
public relations ptS^le to conduct (purveys in their co&oiunities to 
determine public opinion about the schools* Such surveys .are a base ' 
froo frhich to construct a public relations program* .incSfUded in the 
presentation a^re some highlights? from research coBcerning results of 
public opinion polls conducted frQm 1938 to 1978, (&uthor/IRI) 
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. / °^ ^"^^^ 25th National Seminar of the National School Public Rela- 

^ .yf Ions- Association Is ^'Building Public Confidence: 'A^lan.for €he Future." For 

several years now the level of jjubllc confidence 1b education" has been dangerously' 
r7» low aAd virtually every survey of NSPRA m^bers and other^school. administrators " 
LU shows that we are very much aware that we must have public" confidence in order for 
our schools to function properly'. Every topic at every session of this Seminar 
has'b^en planned to contribute to our, co«f Idence budding skills as public relations 
practitioners.' In this presentation, I w,uld like to address the topic, "Building - 
y Public Confidence: , How to Begln>" ' " • " 



To begin today, imagine with, nte for a moment that we are all school bus drivers 
assembled here on the first day of school. We aije eager and ready to go, the buse^s' 
^re gassed up, washed, parked In orderly lines, and we are gathered together here - 
•eerly In .the mbrnlng on thi^ first day of school for a last-minute briefing. 



Playliig the role of Director of Trap^poratlon:, "Let me remlnd'you of the 
^ vital role you play as a jaember of the educational team. Let me remind you about 
the safety rulffes and of defensive driving, With a final reminder .ttiat courtesy 
- Is contagious, I urge you to go forth „ow atid bring In the children. Pick. them 
^ up on every street cprner aAd drlvew^y and bring them back to scl^l. J)on't ml&s 
- anyone. Be chearXul all the time," ' , ' . 

li • > P YOU ANY- ROUTESI 1 simply say doVt i^orry about routes, 

KMC ■ •, • 2 . • . 



"Whenever you see children, pick them upland bring them on to school* Take them 
to vhichever school they say they go to. Do your best all the time, We*ve ^11 

got to work hard to do the job right, so let*s go out there and get It donel" 

* * 

That whole scene Is ptetty ridiculous, Isn't It? We wouldn't think of having 
a transportation system withoutu routes* It's a comic scene If ever there was one, 
Yett ^1 too often> that Is almost exactly how we about managing our school * 
public relations program * . 

' * f 

f * * ■ 

We say that eVfry school employee is Important, a vital member of the public 
relations tyeam* We exort every one to remember their public relations rple In 
everything they do. Be cooperative and cheerful, we say — BOT Att TOO OFTEtl, W£ ' 
DON'T GIVE THEM ANY ROUTES, ^ Wfe-have no overall plan to make everyfhijng work 
togethet, ^ , , / // 

successful school public relations program must be well planned and cfare-* 

. ■ . ' ^ , ■ '7 

fully managed If It Is to succeed. We im^st keei$ that In mind as w& co^s^lder how 
ta begin building a'program of public confidence, 

As ve consider our plan, ve find good advice In one o^ thS opening chapters 
of 'nSPRA's newest public , relations source book, BtfJXDING P^IC .CONFIDENCE FOR 
YOUR SCHOOtS* The chapter Is called "First Thlngs\Flrat — What' Do They Think? 
What Do They Know?" .,*And It talks about public opj^nlon^ polling — surveying, 

, The. key point I want to make today Is that before We can start building publl 

^ ^ ^ ^ \ ' ^ / * ' ^ ' ■ f 

confidence, before ve can Improve attitudes* before ve can begin making adjustmen 

- ' *v * ■( ■ • ' . " ■ 

to tDiake sure our schools are. acting In the public Inter^at, .ve must know vher^ 



Gtand^ right aow* What Is the current level of confidence? What flttlTtudes exist 
now? How well dcf our publics feel their Interests are b^lng served?^ Unless we 
understjapd where we are starting, we can end up tilting with windmills, chasing 
shadows, making false assumptions, and simply wasting time* ^ ^ ' 



^ On the other hand, once we know where we are strong and where we are weak,* 

•i ' 

we' can put our public relations skills to work* ^ ' \ . ' 

recently had the opportunity to work with several NSPRA menders j(,n a small 

Missouri community to xoake recommendations for a public relations program followli^g 

^ \ - 

a public opinion survey* The survey showed that ?nore than 80% of the community 
S:hought the schools wer^^olng an excellent job* Obvlotisly, t^e^ task in that 
situation ^Is to maintain those positive attitudes* There was llttl^ ineed to spenc 
lots of energy Improving an alre^^ excellent rating* ^ \ ^ 



As FR practitioners, we know that different situations call fpr different 
techniques: ^ " ;* , . 



~We;can create attitudes where none e^clst* ^ r _ ' 

.-^We^ can Intensify existing positive attitudes,' 



r-W&^can Convert existing negative attitudes* 

|^-*An4 we can sometimes negate^perslstent negative 
4ttltude3^ as well* 



' : : i . I : . 

I But.^'as the growing lltei*^ure In pUbllc relations and social* sclenc^B tells ue , 
the techitilques are qul^e different. They require careful planning an<iVeAmust knew 
^at we are trying to do. To say It once again, w ve got to B.tart with a ^$prvey« 

w - * * 



I wo^uld like to sttare some things we have learned from national public oplnlotl 

surveys about education. A yeai>-long NSPBA s£udy,cff pub|.lt: oplnlofi research has 

, I ' ; ' ' ' 

been carried out with the assistance of Yvonne Beseler/ a special NSPR^ staff member 

made available through an Internship progtam sponsored by the University Council for 

Educational Administration* . ' . > 



In the past year» we have reviewed virtually all available natlpnal publlc^ 
opinion polls about education taken from 1938 to 1978, A major source of *poll 
information was the Roper Public Opinion Research Center at KUllnmstown, Massa- 
chusetts, which serves a^ a clearinghouse for more thati 117 opinion i^esearch 
organizations* Other sources included the Harris Survey, the annual Gallup Polls , 
on Public Attitudes Toward Education carried out each year slnp^ 1969» the 
General ^llls American Family Report, the recent survey by Better Homes and 
Gar dens^ "" What ' s Happening to the American Pamily?"» and the Condition of Education 
Reports, 1975-1978^ prepared by HEW* s National Center for Educatl^ Statistics* 



1^ (te reviewed computer printouts^ covering hundreds of poll questions^ selected 
^ nearly ^00 questions for careful analysis^ and here are some of our major findings* 



M^^or Findings 
Nat^onll School Public Relations Association 
National Public Opinion-Poll Researcb' 
July 1978 . * 



• Consistently since 19^9t'*a majority of people say they would like tZ 
have more informatidn aboot their schools, . ' " - 

^(GaUup) 1969 ■ ' 1970 . 1974 ^ 

i 



60% 



54% 



54% 



• There is strong evidence that the American public i;eg^rds education (in 
. 6allup*s words) "4s the royal road to success." 



(Gallpp) .1973 



76% 

Education is 
important*' to 
ture sticcessN.^^ 



(Harris) 1976 
-89% 



'extremely Quality of education for children "very 
one^s fu- important" in making quality of life 

better in this country (highest of, any 
factor listed) 



Public satisf actiojn with the performance of their schools since 1943 by 
various surveys snOWs as low as 28% we^e satisfied in 1946 (and an as- , 
toundlng 67% had tip opinion ) * After V^rld War U» with the Ijaby boom , 
and many GI^s envdlled in school und^r the 61 Btll» satisfaction rose 
to 82^'lfl 1955 (with only 1% having "rio opinion). After Sputnik^ satis- 
faction dropped to 73% in 1965 and tt^n to 62% In 1973, In a slightly 
dif ferent^rating system^ 64% rated tU|ir schools A or B'in 1974 » and 
54% in 1977, Veryj few^ 3-7%, have ha4 "no opinion'! in recent years. 



(National Opinion 



Research Center^ 6al).up) 



• A June 1975 Bettfeij Homes and Gardens regport based on response of 300»0TC)0 

:er» October 1*977 survey in the magazine found that 60% 
quality of education bein^ offered in the schools "^in their 
'good" or "very good," 



readers to SeptJ^mb 
wSuld rate t;he \ 
community either 



About the same 
getting. a better 



of adults ^in 1948^and 1973 thought children were. 
4ducation:,than they did--61^ both tH:mes« (Gallup) 



percentage 



■J 
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• Various Gallup polls show a steady increase In public sentiment fot a 



standard nationwide £est for high school graduation. 
> • 1958 1961 1965^ - 


* 

' 1 

1976 
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50% • 


47% 


48% 


< 65% ' 
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No 


39% 


44% 


.43%- 


31% 






• No opinion 


11% 


9% 


9% . 


' 4%' ■ 
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were Inadequate than any other neighborhood service listed (3«>6%)« 
Transportation — 36%^, shopping — 13; 3%, hospitals and health clinics — 
11.8%, , ■ 



• In d^allup*s annual survey of public attitudes toward the public school^, 
the percentage of people with children In, school has dellned from 44^ in 
1969 to ^*0% in 1977, Those with no children In schools have Increased 
from ^0% In 1969 to 66% In 1977- ^ ^' , . ^ \ . - 



• Public i>erceptlon of ^at makes a good school lias shown remarlcable 6on- 
}^ slstency since 1969'with quality of curriculum, teachers and school 
facilities keneirally leading the ;,ist from d[96^ 1977, (Gallup) 



NOTE ; While curriculum has remained a top concern, public 

standards In judging curriculum quality have obviously 
change^d, 'Quote from 1969 Gallup analysis, '^Whlle a' . 
f^w would say they wquld judge a school^pn the basis 
of the emphasis given to the' three R*s, even more 
would say that a good school offers a? wide variety of . 
* courses th^t are Interestltig to the students /^ 



• Public Op'lnlon about the major probj^ems with^ ^i{Sh ^ schools mt^t deal^ has 
also l)een quite consistent since 1969* The top'foor protllems^ havo^ been 
and arer ^ ' * ' * 



(Gallup) 1^. 

^2. 



3. 
"4. 



Lack of discipline ' ^ 
Integration/ Segregation/Busing 
Lack of proper' financial support 
Difficulty getting "good^' teacher 



NOTE t ^ Public concerns over poor curriculum are growli^* 
Conpert]^ over use of drugs Is 4ecr^sing^* 



ERIC, 



Teachers see ^problems of discipline and student attitudes alpng wltli 
Incompetent adifllnlstratlon as tied for the problem hindering. them 
most, (1975-76 ,Study; NEA) / 



Secondary principals cite ''student apathy /V' pajents lack of Involvement 
,in school matters," and "parents'! lack of Interest In students* progress** 
as "the most serious problems In tivelr schools,. (HEW/NIE/NA8SP gtudy 1977) 



• A 1973 Gsllup poll finding seems borne out over imd over In the evldei^cei 



'*Th^ more V (survey) responde 
schools, the more favorable 
ank less well Informed, the 



ts. know at f&sthand about the public 
are their views; the less Ini^rested. 
less -f^orable* Most Important Is 
the fact that persons who {^p^nd on the media for their Informal 
tlon are most critical of tihe schools*** (Gallup) 



The 1977 General Mills American^ Family £eport showed that, '*About four 
out of ten parents^ agree i:hat one cannot count on the schools to- teach 
children how to read and .wrlte*[ and In snother finding, 42% of the 
psrents surveyed would like hefp ** understanding new, classroom teaching 
Btethods." 



• Confidence of the public In the people Tunning education has varied, .with 
recent Increases* Percent stating they have '*a great deal*' of confidence' 
4fl people i^unnlng' education: 



1973 
36/8% 



1974 



1976' 



; 49*0% 30*6% 37*2% 
(Nstlonal Opinion Research Center) 



3^977 ■ 
40*5% 




• ,NSPBA*s own Task 'Porc^^ fi|[illd;lng Public Confluence In Education meeting 
In November 1976 Id^ntlflea four bSslc reason# for'the £ack bf public 
^ confidence In eduction: | ' - 

1. ■ Negative public ejfperlence with their schools ' ^ . * 

2* Public feeling that schools are. not^4olng a good^ ^ 
job teaching the basic sklll^/^ey 'liave come tt> . 
expect 'from scnools ^ - " ^ ^\ ^ 

3. The pdor snd ineffective job that has been- and Is " , * 
-being^dtfne to keep the public In/ormed' about _ ' 
education / ^ ■ / 

4^ A decr^slng feefllng of public responsibility for 
their school^ 
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Other Facts with Implications for Building Public Confidence In Education 



The recent MSA demographic study completed tinder the direction of 
NSPRA' president-elect Bill Henry (A Profound Transformation * AJCSa 
Slide^Tape, 1977) points' out 'Some Important facts: 



"Increasing nuiiftber 6f elderly and generally older 'society 



In 1800 half the people In the U^S, were 16 or younger ^ 
today the median age Is 29* By 1981 It will pas sr 30* 
By 2000 half ^out population may be -35 or(older^ By 1990 
the nmpber of people 55 and^ver will be larger than the 
school age group . Life expectancy was 47,3 years In 1900, 
In 1976 It was ^ ^ 



- "Declining fertility and birth rates 

In 1800 the fertility rate — the laver^ge tiuUiber of life- 
time births per woman'wa8-7. By 197€^ the rate hit an 
all-time low of.'l,^ lifetime births per woman. 



ERIC 



^■ K:han8lng/llvlng patterns > ^ 

In 19Q0 20% of all women were working or actively seeking 

j4)ba[. Today the perdtentage ^s 47% and growing. The dlvordg 
t . ratfi has doubled since 1960* '^E^ch year now divorces equal, 
'^almbst half of the mrriages performed. From 1970-75 the 
^ joedlan price for nefef homes went nxp 95% from $23,000 to 

$45,000 whll6 medla/n Income went up Just 4D%. Schools are*^ 
* likely to $ee many/ children from small families living 

in apartments. , / ' 



-Shifting , labor forcel composition , - 

Unemployment has ranged from 3-8% since 196'7 with 7-8%/ 
recehtly. But teenage upemplsyment Is approaching 20% 
and as members of t;he baby-rboom generation, *they will 
soon fiood/tHe job market as.young adults, ^ 



r 



T ^ " 



That* an overview of recently compiled facts and nt^jor national public 



opinion polls about education since'the, late^ 192^^ s* It Is an Interesting com- 
poslte picture fro^n thousands of Individual communities* ^ ^ 

But as we talk about building public confidence In education^ we know that 
the work must take place In each of those poiantuultAes* If public confidence Is 
to be Improved, 'the job must be done state by state, dls^lct by district, school 
building by schoal building* There. Is no other way* 



Through our member newsletter, PARAGRAPHS, a few months ago, I asked NSPBA ^ 
members to share tecent school district att;ltude surveys that had been conducted 
^ ^ ~and they were quite Interesting*. Local surveys oft;en agreed with national 

results* And specific coiAmunlty variations were most interesting* Many questions 
— ''^^cused on specific l<^al Issues* About half were^cpnducted aolely by district . 
personnel and half by outside consultants >or with consultant help* 



The tr^degy Is that apparently very few local surveys have beien conducted * 

\ ■ /. . ' . i 

Xncludxng Purveys we already had on file, we have to date received less than 25 
, all together* ^CertalnXy theje are many more^ , Bu.t even If we optimistically ^ 
a$sume that there^aVe 100 other recent^ surveys for every one. we rec^ved, that^a 
only 2,50b. and there ar6 more than 13,000 s^wol' districts In the UvS. alone^ - 

The question we must ask as we consider where'j^ b^gln the task of building 
' ^ p\xbllc^conf Idende Is, **Do we knqy where, we stand right now In our local communities?" 

' / • 

-"What Is the level of confidence? ' ' ' ^ 

' '•--What at tltudeS" exist now? * 
*-^ow well do our publics feel their Interests are be;Lng served?' 

ERIC • ■ ■ . ' 10 ' • . 



--Bow nftich do they know? 
*~Bow tnuc^i do they want ,to know? 



I am not advocating school adndnlstraolon by public opinion poll* * I am saying 
that a poll Is th^ place to begin eo that we can make ef fectl*^ plan? to develop 
the klnd^ of attitudes we must have In order for our schools -ro function effectively* 



Lots of help Is available* Most colleges and universities have etaff members 
with polling expertise. Your local library will have book^ on polling* In addition 
to NSPRA*s book on "How. to Conduct Low Cbst Surveys*** KSPtlX*s resource^ center at 
yout* national headquarters offers help as c]^se as your telephone! We can give 
you the n^mes of experienced KSFBA members willing to help* as well as summaries 
of proced^es to follow to do- It-yourself * And we even have available a sophlatlr 
cated survey Question Bank publication with updated* tested school survey questions 

Resigned to help you' get the Information you need on virtually any school topic* 

-V ' ' ' * 

To Cbnclude - *' 



I don*t thfilnk lt*s being melodramatic ^to say that -democracy's grand experiment 
In public educatl^>Q^f or all la t(ftay lacing some of the most severe probletas in Its 



history^ — ■ ^ ■ ' ^ 

I^ve Cold socte of you before *about a friend ot mine in Washington named Joe 

* V ■ * 

Aokma* Joe has qaltp a successful advertlslng'^and marketing agency* And not long 

ago* he was telling me about his long-standing campaign to help hla employees see 

* < 

' that the probleins th^ faced In dealing with their clients were really opportunities^ 
jQyjer and over* Joe preached the message — problems are really opportuliltles.' 



11 - 
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He been hammeriog the tuessage home for some tlme^ Jo^e told wkt when one 

\ , ■ • ■ ' ' ' • " • 

day one of the women on his staff came rushing Into his pfflce sttoutlng, "Joel 

Joel We*ve gqt the great^t opportunity we've ever had!" "What; Is It?" Joe 

a&ked* And she. said, "The bu^lding*^ on fire and the ^ole studio ±b in flames?** 



**You Icnow/' Joe told hia, "tKlTt really was the biggest opportunity we ever had^. 
The building burned to 'the grciund but it was covered by insurance arfa we were able 
to rebuild the studio .and the entire building to meet our exact specifications* 



And^we're better off nc3w than we've ever been>" 



In education today, many times it seems like *'The bij^Uding'^s on fire and 
the whole studio is in flames**' We hav^ so many problems t^at^our. opportunities 
app^r almost llmitlessl But we do have the public* s attention on education — a 
few years ago we didn*t have that* It*s a problem and a rare opportunity at the 
same time* And as the public* s scrutiny of how tax dollars a^re spent grgws more 
intense nationwjlde,, our schools have the opportunity to make the best of that . 
public attention. . Aild we personally have the opportunity to show our employers 
bow essential our seWices- are as they^look to see vhd is really important in 
day*to-day school operations* ^ " 

* 

As public relations executives, it Is our job— we have a manda^tje — to Become 

> , . • ' ' a- 

Inforsiatlon brokers, to constantly gatjier facts from surveys and other source^ 
and then,9ggressiyely help develop plan^ to , make sure out schools are servii^g^ 

the public, interest — that's the heart^of public relations*^^ * ^ 

< • ' ' * * '* 

* V.& mu^t make sure our PR program Includes every school '^ployee and that we 
have our plans well organized and carry them out efficiently. • As p>t|bllc relations 
executives, we have' a crucial contribution to make' and now Is the time te, begin.. 




